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ment in France. The Press of both countries fanned the flames
with furious diatribes. Such states of tension not infrequently
occur between nations and relax without leading to war; but
in this case there was long-standing and deep-seated hostility.
Napoleon was nothing like so eager for war as the people
around him, for he was not misled by the optimistic reports of
the generals as to the efficiency of the army ; but he had not the
moral force to withstand them, and was carried away by his
high-spirited Empress, who regarded a war against Prussia as
a crusade against Protestantism, and looked for a glorious
victory that would restore the waning prestige of the Empire for
the benefit of her young son the Prince Imperial. War was
declared on I5th July.
§ 150. the end of the second empire.—The war lasted six
months, from the beginning of August to the end of January
1871. It fell into two unequal parts. For five weeks, until the
capitulation at Sedan (and September), the Imperial armies
were fighting near the frontiers; then the Empire collapsed,
and for five months improvised forces carried on a desperate
struggle under a government of National Defence round the
beleaguered city of Paris.
The French began, full of flamboyant confidence, with an
attack on the Upper Rhine which they hoped would bring in
Austria and the south German states on their side. But
everything went wrong for them. Firstly, Bismarck had played
his cards so well, and the French Government had played theirs
so badly, in the recent dispute that the south German states
threw in their lot with Prussia. Secondly, the readiness of
the French army for war had been absurdly overestimated:
scarcely a battalion was up to its paper strength. Moreover, the
High Command was honeycombed with personal jealousies,
self-seeking and favouritism—fatal weaknesses when pitted
against German discipline, efficiency and forethought. And
Napoleon's attempt to take supreme command resulted in
hesitation, delay and intrigue.

